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Introduction 


Conceiving a child is a journey towards the unknown. A desire to be 
more than one, to make a third, to give life, to create another individ- 
ual, an individual different from the two who make him. A desire to 
be more than two, by giving birth to a child, so that something of all 
this survives beyond oneself—even if the arrival of a new generation 
signals the disappearance of our own. 

This desire is even stronger when there is infertility to contend 
with; or if the sexuality of the protagonists renders the conception of 
a child impossible, for example, in homosexual couples. Today this is 
possible. What is possible becomes an object of desire. One can even 
aspire to it at all costs. One can go from desiring to wanting and from 
there turn the possible into an obligation, a duty. 

Whether it is assisted or not, it remains difficult to have a repre- 
sentation in one's mind of what procreation is. With medically assisted 
reproduction we also find ourselves confronted with the same ques- 
tions as with any other procreation. This paradox is at the heart of this 
book. The problematics that arise are sometimes similar, for example, 
surrounding the questions of origin; sometimes different, for instance, 
regarding gender differences and genetic diagnosis. Whatever the 
case, medically assisted reproduction highlights what is at stake in all 
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procreation. It goes above and beyond the debates played out between 
techno-prophets caught up in a fascination with technology or the bio- 
catastrophists who denounce the worst (Lecourt, 2003). 

However these debates are inevitable, for with medically assisted 
reproductive technologies everything becomes potentially possible. 
Everything can be imagined. Occasionally it is reality itself that 
becomes extreme. As with this example that condenses several situa- 
tions, it concerns an atypical couple made up of a man in his thirties 
and a woman in her fifties. The man cannot imagine himself other 
than as a father. He wishes to have a child with his partner at any cost, 
regardless of what age imposes. They go abroad to perform an in vitro 
fertilisation with donor eggs that are implanted in the woman. The 
pregnancy fails. They go elsewhere to attempt gestational surrogacy, 
in a country where this practice is not regulated by laws. So in this 
case there are donor eggs, in vitro fertilisation, and gestational surro- 
gacy. They pay the woman who carries the baby through a private 
arrangement; similarly for the other medical interventions. The surro- 
gate mother gives birth to twins. These are, according to the law of the 
country, which does not recognise surrogacy, the children of the 
woman who bore them. The couple are therefore prevented from 
taking the babies with them. They would need to adopt them, but this 
does not correspond to any recognised procedure in that country. 
Finally they are driven to abduct the twins and flee to another coun- 
try, all four of them now caught up in an exile resulting from their 
procreative non-conformity. 

Indeed, with medically assisted reproductive technologies the 
question of how babies are made becomes central. Usually the condi- 
tions of procreation remain veiled, left to the privacy of each individ- 
ual. When we meet a pregnant woman we congratulate her, without 
asking her how the couple went about it. We know conception has 
occurred, without wishing to know more, or say more. Neither does 
the child himself imagine the conditions of his procreation. With 
some literary exceptions; such as the character of Tristram Shandy in 
Laurence Sterne’s novel who seems to have been present at his own 
conception, which he describes in great detail (Sterne, 1759). For the 
child, the couple is made up of the father and mother, not of a man 
and a woman caught up in sexuality, reproductive or not. Knowing 
how a child is made remains a theme that is not touched upon, that is 
outside what can be spoken. 
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Unlike sexuality or procreation, gestation and birth on the other 
hand, are at the centre of family memory. Many accounts of them are 
kept, complete with images. What happens in the case of medically 
assisted reproduction, whether it is performed within the couple or 
through the contribution of donors? 

Who should be included in the photo? 

Let us take another example. I received a photograph from parents 
who conceived their child with their own gametes through a surro- 
gate mother in California where this type of procedure is officially 
possible. On it we see not only the couple who procreated, but also the 
surrogate mother who carried the baby, lying on her bed, with the 
new-born child in the arms of the parents who stand behind her. 
Everyone smiles as the photograph is taken. There could however be 
even more people in the photograph. Given contemporary technolog- 
ical possibilities, if donor gametes had been used, we could also have 
included the sperm and egg donors. Thus there could be five people 
in the photograph: the father, the mother, the gamete donors, and the 
surrogate mother. To which one could add the uterus donor, if such a 
procedure was added to the complexity of the procreation. Now we 
are up to six, and that is not counting the doctors and the reproduc- 
tive biologists. Then there could be a divorce, with new family units 
being created on both sides, followed by adoption. Can we really carry 
on counting those that surround the child? 

Let us remain in our procreative photograph album. In the near 
future, if it were to become possible to perform procreation between 
same-sex partners, we may be able to add another, much more 
abstract, figure of the mother: skin stem-cells, reprogrammed. to 
become gametes. A totipotential stem-cell, asexual and repro- 
grammed, would thus come and substitute itself for the protagonists 
of procreation. 

As we have slipped into science-fiction let us continue to pursue 
our thoughts along the lines of what could appear in our photograph. 
We could add the gene sequences of the mother and the father 
compared to that of the child: a more and more abstract form of origin 
for a child who would like to question his provenance. 

We could further add the epigenetic traces that have silently accu- 
mulated in the course of the pregnancy as a result of antenatal 
stresses, something that could be perceived as a new form of mater- 
nal guilt (Richardson et al., 2014). This was reflected in a recent cover 
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of Nature, which shows a pregnant woman being pointed at by four 
red hands accusing her from all directions! 

Thus, if up until now one came from two, today one can come 
from two or even more provenances, making these provenances 
increasingly confusing or complex to grasp. The number of origins 
become impossible to calculate. What position can one take in the face 
of all this? What choices to make? What to make of it? What is it 
exactly? How far should it go? 


+ x x 


Medically assisted reproductive techniques make it possible to have 
an influence on the engendering of children. This in turn points to 
the void of something that we cannot represent. What has become 
technically possible can provoke a feeling of vertigo: a vertigo of 
biotechnology that makes the head spin of anyone who tries to grasp 
what is happening. 

We are in the era where biotechnologies make it possible to inter- 
vene in nature, to modify it, to fabricate it in new and novel ways, yet 
without full knowledge of the consequences of what has been made 
possible. A different reality is created, without our understanding; 
what it is exactly, bringing us up against the unknown, up against 
that which we cannot represent. Confronted in this way we are left 
perplexed. 

Thanks to the support of new technologies we can go beyond the 
limits that reality imposes. We can modify reality, create it differently. 
This process can gain its own momentum. We fall into a sort of spiral: 
the advances of science lead to many technological inventions, but 
these move faster than our ability to understand them. 

Medically assisted reproduction can be used to overcome infertil- 
ity, but these technologies can also be used to engender outside the 
boundaries imposed by nature. An example would be to procreate 
within a homosexual couple. That is to say with protagonists who are 
not infertile, but whose sexuality places them in a situation that makes 
the conventional conception of a child impossible. 

One can also force nature, in order to achieve a perfect child, a 
child created according to ones wishes. We could enter a new era of 
“design”, the object of which would be the manufacturing of babies 
(Murray, 2014). We would not limit ourselves to the specific medical 
indications of pre-implantation genetic diagnosis, whose sole aim is to 
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avoid conceiving a child with a health issue known to be in the family. 
With gene sequencing increasingly accessible to all, we could set our 
sights outside that framework at more and more individual charac- 
teristics related to gene sequencing. Predictive biotechnologies could 
thus allow us to act on what the child will be, from conception, with 
the aim of creating him as we would like him to be. How far should 
one go? How far should the boundaries be pushed? What will the 
consequences be? There comes the feeling of vertigo again, ever 
stronger, with the risk of tipping over the edge. 

We realise, however, the illusory nature of such a project. A child 
is, in fact, much more than the sum of his genetic code. What he 
becomes is also dependent on his own story, on the contingencies he 
encounters, on the choices he makes, which can completely overturn 
what has been programmed. Everything depends on the way the 
child, in the aftermath, appropriates or rejects what was programmed 
for him. What a child becomes depends in the first instance on what 
he does, beyond the methods of his procreation. 

This does not prevent the fact that, when science intervenes, it 
produces a different world, a new world, an invented world, an 
unknown world (Lacan, 2007). We do not know what this world is. 

Through reproductive biotechnologies and genetic prediction we 
touch on what Lacan identified as the “logical obstacle of what, in the 
symbolic, is declared to be impossible” (Lacan, 2007, p. 123)—a point 
on the brink, whence the Real arises and intrudes. The Real is what 
cannot be symbolised: the remains of all attempts to grasp through 
the Imaginary and the Symbolic what results from the operation of 
biotechnologies. We could say that we touch the Real by acting on 
reality. This is expressed very clearly by Jacques-Alain Miller who 
points out, “We notice the emergence of a desire to touch the real by 
acting upon nature: to make it obey, to mobilise and utilise its power” 
(Miller, 2012). We unveil a Real that resists all methods of representa- 
tion, of any kind. A Real that continues to draw attention to itself 
beyond what has been understood. 

With technologies we operate on reality and we touch on the 
Real—that is to say on that part of reality that resists when we try to 
approach it, conceive it, grasp it. We construct new situations that we 
do not understand. Something appears in the “adventure of science” 
(Lacan, 2013a, p. 449), which is beyond all possible knowledge. This 
impossible manifests itself through what Lacan calls a “panic point” 
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(Lacan, 2013a, p. 108). Thus we tip from perplexity towards anguish: 
anguish as a sign of the Real. 


%* + + 


Given the feeling of vertigo triggered by these biotechnologies, what 
can we hang on to? We can attempt to call upon new knowledge. 
More often, we resort to an imaginary construct, to a fantasy. A fantasy 
offers a scenario that creates a framework to support something that 
cannot be made to make sense. A fantasy is a defence in the face of the 
unthinkable, a defence to face up to the Real that has emerged, a stop- 
per against anguish (Lacan, 2013a). The fantasy can therefore contain, 
within its scenario, the anguish triggered by the inventions of science. 

Fantasy can also move from being a solution with regards to 
anguish, to an agent of scientific inventiveness. Fantasy can find a 
place in the scientific process, more specifically by promoting its tech- 
nological inventiveness. Fantasy is therefore not contradictory to 
science. It is even complementary, at least at the level of science’s 
applications; by initiating new research that moves towards new and 
increasingly vertiginous applications made possible by advances in 
science. An imaginary scenario, conscious or unconscious, can be at 
the root of technological advances, which then appear to be fantasies 
put into action. In this way an unexpected meeting between science 
and fantasy is played out, even if these two dimensions remain funda- 
mentally contradictory. 

Everything is in the process of changing in the field of reproductive 
biology. A new trend could be taking shape, one that pairs procreation 
and prediction. At a time when gene sequencing is becoming more and 
more accessible, genetic prediction could be increasingly coupled with 
medically assisted reproduction. Procreation and prediction would 
find themselves increasingly connected. There is a will to escape the 
uncertainties imposed by nature; to move towards a new programme 
for mankind. One that would avoid diseases, mobilise every potential, 
seek the best possible chances. To the point of excess. To the point of 
escaping the finite nature of life, to escape death, to be able to control 
everything: this even prior to conception, prior to birth. 

When such a fantasy comes into play we might ask ourselves 
where it could lead us. We find there the Promethean project to go 
beyond man’s limitations. This is something that is played out in 
Victor Frankenstein’s project, which was intended by Mary Shelley as 
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a modern version of the Promethean myth. Frankenstein wants to 
make life with death: create something; living from death, to escape 
death, to go beyond death. This fantasy is perhaps Mary Shelley's 
response to the suffering she experienced at the death of her seven- 
month-old child.! This event occurred shortly before she wrote the 
work, a work that might be in response to her dream of giving life 
back to this deceased child (Duperray, 1997). 

In other words, such fantasies can be the basis of a technological 
discovery or invention, but they can also lead to transgressions. Then, 
as Hannah Arendt wrote, “belief that everything; is possible seems to 
have proved only that everything can be destroyed” (Arendt, 1951, 
p. 459). By forcing reality too far, we can send it off track, into 
madness. Not knowing where the limit lies, where to situate it, this 
is one of the characteristics of the ethical debate surrounding con- 
temporary biotechnologies. What should be permitted? What should 
be forbidden? What are the risks of these new technologies? Then, 
on the other hand, what is the danger of being caught in a conserva- 
tive tendency that refuses a new reality? It is difficult to know what 
position to adopt, between an excess of prohibitions and an excess of 
fascination. Prohibition can in itself be motivated by fascination. 


x + x 


We are in an era where desires are claimed as rights. Similarly a 
system of jouissance can become a right. These two dimensions are 
found at the heart of the ethical debates, political or social. Everything 
is in the process of changing. How can we find our bearings? What is 
considered to be transgressive at one time, can become ordinary in 
another. This is the case with medically assisted reproduction, where 
a growing number of options are possible, creating at the same time 
an increasing number of questions about boundaries. 

We could establish a catalogue of impossible questions. Those are 
the questions that are referred to ethics committees. Let us take a few 
examples. What should we think of egg donation? With egg donation 
the biological mother could become uncertain, in the same way as the 
father. What consequences could this have for society, for systems of 
filiation? Then, what should we make of the freezing of eggs? The 
preservation through freezing of oocytes that will allow the donation 
of eggs, also makes it possible for a woman to keep some of her eggs 
in order to use them at a later date, at her convenience. A kind of 
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donation to oneself, in order to conceive with the eggs of one’s youth. 
However, this can drift from individual convenience and the freedom 
of choice of the woman who has frozen her eggs, to a procedure 
imposed by employers. 

What should be our reaction to requests for gametes to be 
preserved before a gender reassignment procedure, to enable procre- 
ation within a transsexual couple? What should we make of the fact 
that all cryopreservation makes it potentially possible to procreate 
beyond oneself, outside the couple, through donor gametes, zygotes, 
or embryos? Should supernumerary frozen embryos be put up for 
adoption? Through this partial inventory, randomly dropped here, 
like Prévert’s inventory, to demonstrate the infinite number of ques- 
tions that surface when we consider the possibilities that assisted 
reproductive technologies offer, we begin to appreciate the breadth of 
the topic. We could also add to the list the complex question of surro- 
gacy. A question that does not only affect the couple who resort to this 
technique, but also of course the surrogate mother who involves not 
only her body, but her husband and her children if she already has 
some—all these protagonists are all too often forgotten in the debate 
surrounding surrogacy. 

Let us continue our overview of impossible questions. What are 
the implications of uterus donation? For example, when a mother 
donates her uterus to her daughter in order that it may be trans- 
planted, enabling her daughter to carry a child in the uterus that she 
herself was carried in? We can appreciate to what extent a uterus 
transplant can also be a grafting of the Imaginary. Then, what are the 
implications of the use of genetic screening to choose a child’s sex 
according to the narcissistic projects of its parents? Without mention- 
ing the choice of certain traits, according to the genetic heritage of the 
progenitors, which could be added to all the other forms of inheri- 
tance. Thus we could begin to make private use of the possibilities 
made available by genetic sequencing, through methods made acces- 
sible via the internet. This would allow individuals to judge for them- 
selves the risks involved in procreation, according to the genetic 
heritage of those who are planning to conceive a child. 

Where should the boundaries be placed in all this? What is made 
possible through biotechnologies must not necessarily be allowed to 
happen. How can one distinguish between what should or should not 
be a right? Inevitably the search for a demarcation line focuses the 
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convictions of each individual, convictions born of the culture in 
which he is immersed, the social system he is a product of. All biotech- 
nological procedures create a new connection between life and 
culture. Common reference points are blurred. It is understandable 
that, owing to this, it is increasingly difficult for a society to make 
choices. This in turn allows passions and oppositions to invade the 
landscape of the debates that surround perinatal biotechnologies. 

Perhaps we should return to the clinical model of the case-by-case, 
and tell ourselves that ultimately there is only an ethic of the individ- 
ual. It is up to the clinician to focus in the first instance on the possi- 
bility of a space, outside these debates, that includes each individual 
in his uniqueness. It is up to the clinician to focus on the subject's 
own inventiveness, beyond what is imposed on him, or what he 
himself has chosen from among these new possibilities. The ethics 
of psychoanalysis opens up the possibility of being in step with the 
solutions that the subject invents. Inventiveness is the focus of clinical 
psychoanalysis, and this includes the extreme situations introduced 
by biotechnologies. Inventiveness to go beyond the dead-end in 
which a subject who paradoxically is alienated from the freedom he 
takes, alienated from the freedom that science offers him, finds 
himself. 

Thus it is that the psychoanalyst is sometimes called upon, in an 
emergency, following the difficulties that can appear when an indi- 
vidual is confronted with the possibilities that biotechnologies offer. 
Psychoanalysis can offer its points of reference to overcome the feel- 
ing of vertigo that biotechnologies induce. Points of reference that 
make it possible to go beyond the moment of being stunned, beyond 
the anguish it causes. Psychoanalysis aims to put the subject back at 
the heart of things, even in the most extreme situations, so that the 
subject can once again take his own story in hand in his own singular 
way. In this context the psychoanalytic process is always paradoxical: 
taking into account as it does the logical obstacle of the impossible 
so as to create a reference point for finding one's bearings within the 
clinical practice of biotechnologies. It is, paradoxically, a question 
of giving a place to the impossible that emerges, of not pushing it 
aside, but using the unthinkable as a foothold. Without this process 
it is impossible to go back to the heart of the clinical approach and 
trigger anguish. To use the impossible to once again open up the field 
of possibilities, to rely on the impossible, this is the paradoxical wager 
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made by psychoanalysis in the age of biotechnologies. This manipu- 
lation of the impossible implies taking a paradoxical stance: to rely on 
the Real that emerges to help the subject invent his own solution, to 
invent himself in an unexpected way, sometimes surprisingly far 
beyond what one had imagined. 
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new life a whole list of questions are triggered. Who is he? 

Where has he come from? Where was he before being here? 
Who does he look like? What will he become? Why this child and not 
another? Birth does not deliver the answer to the mystery of origin. 
That mystery goes beyond the sole protagonists of procreation. Origin 
is what cannot be decided. We come from what precedes us, from a 
whole succession of generations. Is something following its predeter- 
mined course? How far back should one go? Is there intentionality in 
all this? A necessity? Or, on the contrary, does what happens follow- 
ing procreation result from contingency alone? Contingency that can 
potentially overthrow everything that was before. To the point of 
touching on absurdity, like the questions Hamm puts to Nagg in 
Beckett's play Endgame: 


A child has just been born. Faced with the emergence of this 


Hamm: Scoundrel! Why did you engender me? 
Nagg: I didn't know. 

Hamm: What? What didn't you know? 

Nagg: That it'd be you.” (Beckett, 1958, p. 35) 
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We could say that medically assisted reproductive technologies, 
beyond their obvious technical aspects that seem to reveal the mystery 
of procreation, render it all the more enigmatic. They reveal the 
mystery more than they resolve it. We receive life without really being 
able to master what it is. In the end all procreation is assisted, be it 
sexually assisted, assisted by desire, or medically assisted: each of 
these courses hasten towards the question of origin. 
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